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In the last ten years very few studies have been conducted to explore the major trends and 
critical factors of presidential or chancellor turnover at Research I universities. The complexity, 
responsibility and accountability at any Research I university is highly scrutinized politically, 
academically and socially. The purpose of this dissertation research was to understand the major 
trends and critical factors that have led to turnover at the president or chancellor level at 
Research I universities.  The major themes that resulted from the research  were turnover 
significance, socieltal pressures, governance and demands of the job. The implications were to 
understand the pressures of functionality and profitability at Research I universities that exist in 
this dispensation of time, in addition to gleaning the parameters of success of presidents and 
chancellors and what the future landscape will possibly hold for universities affected by such 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
 
Leadership from the office of president/chancellor at any university is of profound 
importance to the success and vitality of that institution.  More importantly, at Research I 
universities the scale, scope and magnitude of that significance is highlighted and enhanced with 
everything that is endeavored.  This includes the turnover that takes place at the 
president/chancellor level. 
Multiple studies have been conducted regarding the aging of presidents at public and 
private universities (Davis & Davis, 1999), the lack of diversity at that level (Cook, 2012), and 
the changing dynamic of length of tenure (Lowman, 2010) in the last ten years. However, in the 
past decade, very few studies have explored the major trends and critical factors of presidential 
or chancellor turnover at Research I universities.  
Research I universities are the most complex, most publicized and most subject to intense 
social and political pressures among higher education institutions (Kerr, 1984).  It is not 
surprising that these Research I universities educate one fourth of American college students and 
produce nearly half of all the nations PhD’s (Padilla, Ghosh, Fisher, Wilson & Thornton, 2000).  
To replace a president/chancellor can be quite expensive as the average search process time takes 
almost six months and using a search firm can cost up to $400,000 (Ehrenberg et al, 2000).  In 
addition, the entire hiring process is demonstrably different from previous dispensations of time.  
The search and hiring processes for presidents appointed since 2007 has been very different than 
those used for presidents hired between 1969 and 1983.  For example, only 12 percent of 
searches between the late 1960’s and the early 1980’s employed a search consultant (Ehrenberg 




percent.  The search process has become both complex and multifaceted.  Because of the public 
nature, legal requirements and scrutiny of the institution’s processes, the manner of the search for 
a president/chancellor now has a more congealed representation.  A recent search process map 
for the chancellor at University of California – Davis is illustrated below (Figure 1).  
 
Figure 1. UC Davis Chancellor Search Process Map, 2016 
 Additionally, only 31 percent of presidents hired between 1969 and 1983 received a 
written contract, compared with 61 percent of presidents hired between 2007 and 2011 (Cook, 
2012).  This is done to give the president a sense of security in the position as he/she manages 
the complexities and challenges of the role. Yet with all of the integral dynamics involved to try 
to ensure success in the role of president/chancellor the turnover rate continues to climb. 
There has been so little exploration on the causes and factors of turnover of presidents 
and chancellors that no one vein of literature could sufficiently elucidate the magnitude of the 
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issue. Overall, the average president’s/chancellor’s term in office has declined from 5.4 years 
(1965) to 2.9 years (1997) and has represented a drastic change (Davis & Davis, 1999).  In 
Research I universities the decline has dipped from 5.9 years to 3.4 years (Table 1).   
Table 1 
Average Time that Presidents Served in Office by Classification of Institution 
Institution Classification 1965 1997 
System head 5.4 years 
(10 systems) 
2.9 years 
(27 systems)  




Research II university 7.6 years 
(25 universities) 
3.0 years 
(26 universities)  
















Average 7.2 years 
(156 universities) a 
4.1 years b 
(191 universities) 
Notes:  a There were no Carnegie rankings in 1965. Institutions are categorized by current Carnegie 
Classifications. 
b Totals have been adjusted to account for Southern University (a system) and Tennessee State 
University (Doctoral II) as also 1890 universities. 
AGB Report, 1984 
 
  
Pressures of increased government controls, greater involvement by the legal system, 
more frequent board involvement, more influence by students and parents, bureaucratization of 
staff, greater influence by outside experts and commercialization all contribute to the 
complexities that are involved with the role of president/chancellor. This also emphasizes the 




the microscope and every decision made comes under the highest-level of scrutiny from a variety 
of sources, not the least of which is the media. The pressures and demands of the job are 
multifarious and continuous.  
The most concerning statistic of turnover of presidents/chancellors has come from the 
recent information shared by the Association of American Universities (AAU).  Between 
January of 2012 and November 2015 there has been a 48.3% turnover of presidents or 
chancellors at Research I universities.  Of the 60 schools associated with the AAU, there have 
been 29 president/chancellor transitions.  Stated another way, as of November 2015, 28 of the 60 
leaders were not who they were on January 1, 2012. One university had two transitions since 
January 2012.  Of the 29 president/chancellor transitions, 19 were public universities and ten 
were private. 
The role of president/chancellor at Research I universities varies due to the scope and 
capacity at each organization however, a review of the list of responsibilities seems quite 
analogous.  While there are differences in cosmetic makeup of each Research I university 
system, the straightforward way of portraying the differences is that in a multi-campus system 
the president is in charge of the entire system whereas the chancellor deals with specific things 
that happen on a particular campus.  The campus would include any additional graduate colleges 
(e.g. law school, medical school etc.).  He/she manages the day-to-day operations with direction 
of the president and board of trustees. The chancellor has oversight responsibility regarding the 
university’s budget, regional economic development, and employee relations, including physical 
plant and university buildings.  The chancellor is the chief executive officer of each campus and 




In a single campus institution the composition and framework is somewhat similar except 
that the role of the president/chancellor is as chief executive officer of the campus and reports 
directly to the board of directors/regents and is responsible for implementing the policies adopted 
by the board.  The president/chancellor in a single campus institution is responsible for the entire 
university.  Depending on the institution and board governance the titles (president/chancellor) in 
a single campus institution are interchangeable (Bargh, 2000).   
The provost in both systems is the chief academic officer and has responsibility for the 
university’s academic and budgetary affairs. The provost collaborates with the 
president/chancellor in setting overall academic priorities for the university and allocates funds 
to carry these priorities forward.  In the multi campus system there is one provost per campus.   
A partial description of the chancellor role in 2016 at the University of Illinois at 
Champaign (UIUC) is presented in Figure 2.  Interestingly, two other Research I universities 







 Figure 2. University of Illinois – Presidents Office, Urbana, 2016 
Cascio (1995b) suggests that, with the globalization of markets, the increasing diversity 
of workforces, and the emphasis on time as a critical element in an organizations ability to 
compete, the need for developing transformation leadership skills and competencies have never 
been greater. In this regard, Cascio concludes, “more often todays networked, interdependent, 
culturally diverse organization requires transformation leadership” (p. 930). From the Chancellor 
qualifications above it is pellucid that both tangible and intangible aspects of the job are 
extremely critical to success in the role. 
Statement of the Problem 
Turnover at the president/chancellor level at Research I universities is significant because 
16 of its 61 universities had hired or had a plan to hire new presidents or chancellors in 2011, 




noteworthy.  Equally as important is, in 2012 seven-flagship universities announced searches for 
new hires, three of which were Ivy League institutions. 
 The overall length of tenure at the president/chancellor level has continued to decline 
significantly over the last 50 years, setting the framework of understanding as it relates to 
president/chancellor turnover in general and critical factors in particular (Table 2). 
 
Table 2 
Average Years in Office of University Presidents at National Association of State 
Universities and Land Grant College (NASULGC ) Institutions: 1965-1997 
Year Number of Presidents Average Years in Office 
1965 156a 7.2 
1980 140 4.6 
1982 140 4.9 
1984 141 4.5 
1988 149 4.2 
1991 149 3.5 
1997 191b 4.1 
Notes:  a  Includes institutions that later became members of NASULGC. 
b  Includes forty-two universities that became NASULGC members after 1991. 
The College Facts Chart, National Beta Club, 1997 
 
Purpose of the Study 
 The purpose of this study is to understand the major trends and critical factors that have 
led to turnover at the president/chancellor level of Research I universities.   More specifically the 
study focuses on whether there are common themes that are contributing factors to the turnover 
from the perspective of current or former presidents/chancellors of Research I universities. The 
following research questions will guide the study: 




• How have the current or former presidents/chancellors perceived the turnover and 
how do they evaluate the turnover itself? 
• Within the current public and political climate, what can be done to address the 
turnover at the president/chancellor level at Research I universities? 
• What does the future hold for the president/chancellor role at Research I 
universities? 
Theoretical Framework 
As presidents/chancellors serve at the top echelon of any university, they are in many 
ways similar to a chief executive officer CEO of a major corporation.  Thus, the theoretical 
perspectives of the evolution of CEOs (Shen, 2003) will guide this study into the turnover.  
 This foundation explores the dynamics of the CEO-Board relationship over a CEO’s 
tenure through an evolutionary perspective. Rather than focusing exclusively on the turnover 
itself, managerial incentives and/or treating CEO’s as either opportunistic agents or dutiful 
stewards, it explores how the evolution of a CEO’s leadership and power may influence their 
objectives and behavior. It integrates agency and stewardship theories but also brings insights 
from leadership development (Gabarro, 1987; Hambrick & Fukutomi, 1991; Kotter, 1982) and 
CEO power (Ocasio, 1994; Shen & Cannella, 2002). 
 The purpose of any Governing Board is corporate governance. As it relates to the CEO, 
the primary duties of the board are to control managerial opportunism and to ensure that CEO’s 
carry out their duties in the best interest of the shareholders (Fama & Jensen, 1983). A qualitative 
study by Lorsch and MacIver (1989) suggest that boards also provide advice and counsel to 





Shen (2003) argues that both CEO leadership development and control of managerial 
opportunism are important concerns of the board, but their relative significance changes over the 
CEO’s tenure. He posits that the board needs to shift away from CEO leadership development 
toward the control of managerial opportunism as the CEO’s tenure increases (Figure 3). The X-
axis represents the tenure, where in the beginning control of managerial opportunism is very 
relaxed.  As the length of time the CEO is there increases the control becomes more stringent and 
rigid.  The Y-axis represents the significance in the CEO-Board relationship where leadership 
development is elevated in the beginning of a CEO’s tenure.  Shen argues that the development 
should decrease over time and that the control of managerial opportunism should increase over 
time. 
 
Figure 3. Shen, W. (2003) p. 467. The Change in the Significance of CEO Development and the Control of Managerial 
Opportunism over CEO Tenure  
 
Because they have yet to prove themselves in office, new CEOs are watched closely by 
their boards and stakeholders (Alderfer, 1986; Vancil, 1987). Although their performance record 





Shen (2003) asserts that when CEOs are newly appointed, they need to develop their 
leadership to meet the demands of the new job.  Most CEOs begin their jobs with high 
vulnerability (Fredrickson, et al., 1988; Shen & Cannella, 2002). Many CEOs lose their jobs 
within three years of taking office, which is barely enough time for them to complete the process 
of taking charge (Gabarro, 1987). The risk of dismissal or resignation is likely to be especially 
high for CEOs appointed under times of financial stress and who are expected to turn around 
firm performance quickly (Hambrick & D’Aveni, 1992). 
This theoretical framework mirrors the role of president/chancellor at Research I 
Universities in the following manner: 
• Both are the highest job titles in the organization and are considered senior 
executives. 
• Both roles report to and are evaluated by a Governing Board. 
• Both are responsible for the growth, vitality and advancement of their 
organizations. 
• Both have a large radius of responsibilities and constituents to which they serve. 
• Both roles are operational, technical and political in nature. 
• Both roles have a decreasing rate of tenure.  
Shen (2003) also points out that new CEOs are highly vulnerable to power contests 
initiated by the firms’ senior executives who may or may not have influence with board 
members. Additionally, he highlights the need for boards to focus more on the leadership 
development of the CEO during the early stages of their tenure in order to maximize their 




emphasizes that the purpose of corporate governance is to maximize shareholder value rather 
than merely minimizing agency costs (Davis, et al., 1997; Donaldson, 1990). 
Jerry Sue Thornton articulated the similarities best when she stated, “so it is no surprise 
that presidential tenure is decreasing as is CEO tenure at large corporations.  It is a comment on 
the complexity of our times” (Padilla et al, 2000, p. 37). 
The evolution of both the CEO and the president/chancellor of a university mirror each 
other in various ways. In this dispensation of time, the changing dynamics of both a corporation 
and a Research I university are highly visible and scrutinized severely by a multitude of 
constituents. Highlighting and thusly understanding the dynamics surrounding this state of affairs 
will aid in thoughtful scholarly contributions to the turnover that is currently prevalent.  
Significance of the Study 
 First, the study of turnover at the president/chancellor level of Research I universities can 
ascertain the factors in the demonstrable decline, particularly in the last five years, and develop 
an understanding of the leadership qualities necessary to lead at that level while improving 
performance for future growth and sustainability.  
Second, the critical factors that relate to turnover at the President/Chancellor level 
conjoin themselves to Human Resource Development (HRD) in many ways.  The very 
foundation and essence of HRD, improving performance, is the basis of that connectivity and 
worthy of discussion (Figure 2).   There are many different definitions for HRD given by well-
known and respected scholars (e.g. Nadler et al, 1988; Swanson, 1995).  In all of these 
definitions either change or improving performance is at the apex of the definition. Improving 
performance is also directly related to the role of the president/chancellor in any Research I 




out by leadership.  It is that advancement or the lack thereof that is at the helm of the position of 
presidents/chancellors and could be a major cause of turnover (Davis & Davis, 1999). 
Third, the everyday decision making juxtaposed with the ideology of a long-term lens 
play a major role on whether a president/chancellor stays or goes (Kerr, 1984).  The idea of 
improving performance is a multi-fold experience (Kiley, 2012).  First from the disposition of 
the organization, then the president personally and professionally.  The inability to see the value 
of new ideas that don’t fit within their current expectations has the capability of derailing a 
president’s’ career are multifarious and always present (Kiley, 2012).  The surrounding team of 
administrators and trustees has the potential to make for a solid backstop to any misstep that 
could befall a president or chancellor (Skinner, 2010).  The tendency for a president/chancellor 
to be too pernicious as it relates to his or her own agenda is a common flaw directly related to the 
HRD perspective of increasing learning capacity.  That capacity extends beyond the 
president/chancellor to the organization, groups, parents, and board members. Learning capacity 
is increased when the learners are involved in the process and have input in the outcomes.   
Limitations of the Study 
The focus of this study, the critical factors of turnover at the president/chancellor level, 
relate to fundamental aspects of HRD.  To understand the perspective of current or former 
presidents/chancellors on what the critical factors of turnover are, how they correlate to the 
turnover, what the expectations are, and how the vast turnover rate can be mitigated can be of 
true scholarship and interpretation of the circumstances surrounding the significant increase over 
the past 20 years. Below are various differentiating factors and additional distinctions. 
1. Because HRD in any Research I university is not involved in the resignation or 




perceived by current or former presidents/chancellors being conducted within the 
scope of a HRD framework. Additionally, the sensitivity to the political aspects of 
the state of affairs may be a factor because it may reveal internal imperfections 
unknown outside the university.    
2. The number of willing participants in the study could also be a factor due to the 
heightened sensitivity of the issues and the media scrutiny throughout the years. 
3. The potential challenge of the availability of current or former 
presidents/chancellors may contribute to their willingness to speak with the 
researcher about such an organizationally sensitive subject, and the amount of 
relevant data that can be retrieved are important matters because communicating 
about critical factors of their role is out of the norm for those in that position. 
4. Researcher bias – in a qualitative research study the researcher is a data collection 
instrument.  Consequently potential biases may occur based on the responses 
received and the information that is revealed. 
Definition of Terms 
• University President – Title of the highest-ranking officer within the academic 
administration of a university.  
• Chancellor – Within a university system, serves as a system-wide chief with presidents 
governing individual institutions.  
• Board of Trustees/Board of Regents – The governing body of a university or university 
system.  The terms, in this dispensation of time have been integrated and have the same 




• Corporate Governance – A term used to refer to the process, policies, regulations and 
customs by which a corporation is directed, administered and controlled. Corporate 
governance also specifies the rights and responsibilities of the various stakeholders in the 
organization. 
• Managerial Opportunism – When decisions are made, or information is used to make 
decisions that benefit the manager and not the organization.   
• Research I University – A category bestowed by the Carnegie Classification of 
Institutions of Higher Education as a university that: 
o Offer a full range of baccalaureate programs 
o Are committed to graduate education through the doctorate 
o Give high priority to research 
o Award 50 or more doctoral degrees each year 







CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
The literature review presents 1) university leadership, 2) executive leadership, 3) 
turnover of leadership and 4) critical factors of turnover. 
Academic databases were used in the compilation of information to complete this review.  
Specifically, the databases concentrated on education and evaluation, organizations exchanging 
and disseminating information regarding presidential issues in higher education, change 
management forums in higher education, higher education journals, business journals, journals of 
educational advancement, the Association of Governing Boards, psychology management 
journals, journals of diversity in higher education, professional development journals, Harvard 
Business Review and the Association of American Universities. The academic databases of 
ERIC, EBSCO, JSTOR, SCOPUS, PsycINFO, and SagePub were all used to gather pertinent 
information.  A total of 96 articles were reviewed with the specificity on including issues of 
turnover that affected Research I Universities.  Excluded were articles that referenced current 




Cohen and March (1974) identified a hierarchical pattern of promotion through academic 
administration toward the college or university presidency.  The typical American president 
entered the academic field as a teacher, student, or minister, and subsequently became a member 
of the college or university faculty.  At some point the faculty member assumed administrative 
duties as department chair, institute director or dean; he or she was promoted to academic vice 




and university presidents, confirmed the notion of promotion through academic administration 
toward the presidency (Wessell, 1994).  
In a nationwide survey of presidents, provost, deans, and department chairs at four-year 
institutions, Moore et al (1983) and Salimbene (1982) broadened the Cohen and March (1974) 
analysis of the administrative pattern of college presidents.  They identified fifteen variations of 
the presidential career ladder demonstrating that the simplicity of a career pattern was inaccurate 
unless variations of the model were included.  Salimbene (1982) found that only 5 of the 156 
surveyed (3.2%) had a perfect match to the administrative career pattern as reported by Cohen 
and March (1974).  The majority of presidents have skipped two or three rungs on the career 
ladder.  Moore et al (1983) concluded, “the normative presidential career trajectory is accurate 
only to the extent that permutations and variations among its elements are incorporated. It is 
most accurate in describing the principal entry portal to the college presidency; faculty 
experience, in addition to identifying four other positions that commonly appear within the 
trajectory” (Moore et al, 1983, p. 513). 
 Leadership configurations at both single campus institutions and multi campus university 
systems are primarily set by the board of directors/regents and are heavily structured for the 
sound management of the university.  While there are some moderate differences, most are 
solidly framed within the context of academia and haven’t changed significantly in several 
decades (Johnstone, 1999). The differences mostly encompass the strategic direction of each 
institution (Figure 4).  The University of Kansas’ organization is an illustration of an 
organizational chart of a Research I institution with a Board of Regents. Depending on the size, 






Figure 4. University of Kansas – Chancellors office, 2017 
 
Executive Leadership 
The role of president/chancellor is very vital in Research I universities.  As a leader of 
some of the world’s finest academic institutions, it is critical that their tenure is well defined, and 
their approach is very effective.  Clearly, the influence, opportunity and expectations of the job 
have to be demonstrated on a consistent basis.  Interaction of presidents/chancellors with board 
members is not only encouraged but expected and in all cases the president/chancellor has a 
direct reporting relationship to the board of directors/regents at all Research I universities.  One 
of the primary reasons this relationship exists is to expand the growth of the organization and 
corporate governance. A large part of the board of director’s/regent’s role is to ensure that 
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shareholders’ (university, government, legislature, etc.) objectives are met. This is the same 
objective of a board of a corporation to which the CEO would report. There is a direct parallel 
between the role of the president/chancellor and the role of CEO. 
Researchers studying corporate governance generally suggest that shareholder objectives 
will be met once managerial opportunism is under control (Zahra & Pearce, 1989).  The 
underlying assumption is that managers are competent decision makers who possess all the 
necessary knowledge and skills upon appointment (Hendry, 2002). Research on executive 
leadership suggest that CEOs spend a lot of time on learning while in the process of taking 
charge.  Whether they are inside or outside the firm, assuming the CEO role brings significant 
changes to the executive’s tasks, responsibilities and skill requirements (Harris & Helfat, 1997, 
Kotter, 1982). For first-time CEOs, even if they were groomed as the heir apparent before the 
promotion, they still need to adjust to the new role and learn how to work with the board, other 
members of the top management team, and powerful stakeholders (Vancil, 1987).  
Because of the challenges posed by promotion, new CEOs have a strong aptitude to 
develop their leadership capacity (Kotter, 1982). They generally acquire a great deal of critical 
knowledge early in their tenure. With the accumulation of needed task knowledge and the 
enhanced understanding of the situation, CEOs normally start to undertake major actions on 
various fronts in their second or third year on the job (Garbarro, 1987).  While their main 
purpose is to reshape their organizations and to select a best strategic theme, CEOs continue to 
accumulate task knowledge and sharpen their leadership skills at this stage, though maybe at a 
slower rate compared with the earlier years (Hambrick & Fukutomi, 1991). Nevertheless, with 
the increase of success and tenure in office, CEOs tend to gradually increase their commitment to 




Consequently, CEOs task knowledge and leadership skill-set will improve very slightly, if at all, 
during the remaining years of tenure (Hambrick & Fukutomi, 1991). Where there is a lack of 
strong external pressure or incentive, most people, not just managers become less interested in 
learning, and their task knowledge reaches a plateau after some time on the job (Katz, 1980).  
 The formation and manifestation of a leader’s approach and technique is established as 
their tenure unfolds.  Their style, approach and techniques are blended with their technical 
knowledge to form their methodology of operation in the role they occupy.  The capacity and 
influence they possess is on display on a daily basis.  It is the leadership of the organization 
and/or the university that distinguishes their tenure. As the scope of the job unfolds and the 
organizational nuances present themselves, executives have a tremendous opportunity to impact 
the organization in a positive manner politically, financially, publicly, and in the case of 
presidents/chancellors, academically.  This includes the relationship with board members as well 
as constituents.  
Turnover of Leadership 
Turnover is defined as a voluntary or involuntary separation of an individual from the 
unit (Hausknecht & Holwerda, 2013).  While there have been over 1500 studies on turnover 
itself, from the perspective of individual, unit, organizational, and a voluntary/involuntary basis, 
turnover has not significantly affected Research I universities until the past 20 years.   
Skinner (2010) argues that turnover at the president/chancellor level is related to higher 
education’s primary stakeholders becoming increasingly skeptical, and in some cases cynical, as 
institutions face increasing competition for resources of all types.  Additionally, demographic 
trends in the age and ethnicity of students, faculty, staff, and ultimately presidential candidates 




each college and university will sort out its leadership needs according to its distinctive aspects 
of mission and location, as well as its circumstances, when a presidency opens up (Skinner, 
2010). 
While its critical to incorporate the opinions of scholars who have studied this ongoing 
crisis based on the statistical reports every five years, it is also necessary to infuse the opinions of 
those from the professional community who are integrally involved in the process of search 
committees, board members and other professional organizations such as the Association of 
Governing Boards of Universities and Colleges (AGBUC) to round out the perspectives that are 
extremely influential in understanding this predicament.  How long presidents/chancellors serve 
and how frequently leadership transition occurs are of considerable relevance because it reveals 
much about how a university is structured and how its leadership is organized (Cohen & March, 
1974).  They speculate that research has underscored the importance of managerial transitions, 
particularly during times of great organizational stress and external change.  Infrequent turnover 
can lead to less agile and adaptive organizations, but shorter leadership tenures also have 
consequences for institutional flexibility and responsiveness (Padilla et al., 2000).   
Padilla et al. (2000) state that based on their research, the average tenure of 
presidents/chancellors of Research I universities is declining markedly, particularly among 
public universities. They point out that not since the 1960s when issues of civil rights and 
diversity were poignant have presidential tenure averages been at such low levels among the 
major American universities.  They then hypothesize that this is due to the complexities of the 
universities themselves along with the social and political pressures of the office of 




interim or acting presidents) and applied a start-to-end definition of presidential service.  They 
reached the following conclusions: 
1) Presidential tenure has been declining over the last 30 years in both public and private 
universities. 
2) The tenure of public university presidents is significantly lower than that of private 
university presidents. 
Fisher (1984) asserts that the primary influence in president/chancellor turnover is the 
poor governance premises directing conduct at the campus, board level or both.  The overall 
management capacity and the ability to disseminate the university’s mission and directives are 
often not under control.  Furthermore, he contends the policies of colleges and universities are no 
longer rational designs for decisive dialogue, individual accountability, or effective presidential 
leadership.   Participation in the decision-making is no longer a privilege granted by presidents 
but a right granted by governing boards, and the difference is dramatic.  He points out that 
presidents are increasingly left out as authority is granted to faculty, students, and staff which 
results in automatic non-merit based pay increases for faculty and staff; faculty control of the 
curriculum and the appointment, promotion and tenure process; selection committees for 
everything; direct access to trustees; presidential popularity contests called ‘evaluations’; 
administration by trustees; and ultimately resulting in, the president’s departure. 
 Blenda Wilson (2000), past president of California State University – Northridge stated 
that a successful presidency is less about length of tenure and more about whether the president’s 
vision was sufficiently embraced by the institution to become an ongoing part is its future, long 




 Thornton, et al. (2000) argues that turnover is due to the rapidly changing environments 
in higher education and that change has become the mantra for presidents and their institutions.  
She contends that it involves dealing with galloping technological advances, distance learning, 
essential partnerships, competition, faculty turnover, the constant need for funding, and political 
agendas.  Her perspective emphasizes the complexity and pace of our times (Padilla, et al. 2000). 
 Conversely, University of Maryland professor Robert Birnbaum (1993) argues that short 
presidential tenures may or may not be regarded as desirable depending on the viewer.  As a 
noted authority and writer on higher education leadership, he states, “there is nothing inherently 
beneficial about long presidential terms.  Institutions on average might be better off with shorter 
rather than longer presidential terms” (p. 21).  He believes what is important is institutional 
improvement and not presidential survival.  Many within the higher education community might 
agree that there is little correlation that can be shown between institutional improvement and 
length of presidential tenure. Additionally, the argument can be made that if an institution has 
made a poor choice in selecting a new president, then the shorter the tenure the better (Davis & 
Davis, 1999). 
 While there are a very few opinions on the benefits of shorter tenure in the literature 
review, the vast majority see it as a negative. The Association of Governing Boards of 
Universities and Colleges (AGB) report (Kerr, 1984, p. ix) referring to the overall seven-year 
average previous to 1984 states: “The current average term is seven years with some loss of 
effectiveness on the way in and way out of each presidency, making the average period of high 
productivity probably no more than 80 per cent of his average seven-year span. On the way in it 
takes time to get to know the institution” (pp. 63-65). Additionally, the length of time it takes to 




higher education community needs some old hands around to give advice, to act as models for 
newer persons and to become well-recognized spokespersons for the cause of higher education in 
the region or even nationwide.”  The report stresses that the real test of leadership is whether the 
institution has been strengthened, particularly academically, and this takes time to accomplish.  
Short-term presidents have neither the opportunity nor the incentive to meet this test. It should be 
noted that two-thirds of the current National Association of State Universities and Land Grant 
Colleges (NASULGC) presidents have been in their positions less than five years (as of 1997), 
which is below the time needed to be effective as proposed by the 1984 AGB report (Davis & 
Davis, 1999).  Kerr (1994) adds an additional caveat to the issue of length of presidential tenure 
by summarizing the changing nature of the role. He argues the role is less academic and that 
more academic decisions are made by the faculty and within the administration. He concludes 
with the perspective that the role is more bureaucratic and administrative staffs have grown much 
faster than academic, often twice or three times as fast.  His viewpoint is that the role is also one 
of external representation (e.g. fundraisers, legislature). 
 It is certain that several factors play a part in the turnover. It is complicated in nature and 
it is impossible to exclude one factor over the others.  The literature clearly highlighted critical 
factors in this growing issue: resources and budgeting, accountability and autonomy, state 
funding, privatization, and shifting job markets just to name a few.  More detail regarding the 
aforementioned critical factors are detailed in the following section.  By studying this 
phenomenon and the trends associated with it, what has been ostensibly illuminated is there are 






Critical Factors of Turnover 
 The literature review reveals various critical factors that surround the turnover at public 
Research I universities.  One may supersede the other at a particular university however, they all 
have a common thread as it relates to the turnover in general. 
Shrinking State Funding. Higher education is always the largest discretionary item in 
any states budget.  As a result, funding tends to rise when the states’ revenue is expanded and 
shrink when it contracts.  During the U.S. economic recession of the early 1990’s, states cut 
higher education appropriations by amounts unequalled in constant dollars since World War II, 
despite enrollment growth.  In the late 1990’s, state funding per student finally began to return to 
pre-1990’s level only to be cut almost immediately during the recession early in the new century 
(Zusman, 2005). As a result, state dollars per student in public institutions were 12% lower in 
fiscal year 2004 than they were 15 years earlier (Figure 5).  
 
 
In Illinois, the governor proposed a reduction of an additional $387 million dollars for 
fiscal year 2016.  That represents a 31.5% decrease of the total budget for higher education 





(Hien, Chicago Sun Times, February 19, 2015).  Long term prospects for higher education are 
not very favorable.  In Illinois alone, statewide budget cuts in the last five years have totaled over 
$500 million dollars.   
President Timothy Killeen, recently appointed president to the University of Illinois 
stated, “the question that the presidents or chancellors have is how are we going to deal with that 
situation and what does that mean for our clients” (Hien, Chicago Sun Times, May 19, 2015).  
He admitted that they were in the early stages of answering that question.  The tremendous 
pressure that question brings, to do more with less, seems to be an ongoing issue.   
Privatization. As public institutions seek to offset declining state support many are 
seeking privatization as a means for raising additional capital.  Some public institutions are 
requiring that certain academic programs, especially high-demand, high return programs like 
business or law become fully or nearly fully funded by clients (students), business or other 
private sources (Zusman, 2005).  Many universities are also creating or expanding fully funded, 
part-time educational programs geared toward working adults.  They are also outsourcing a 
plethora of university functions to private vendors such as employment training, operation of 
residential dorms and the sharing of their facilities with private enterprise (Gupta, 2005).  While 
these are all viable options, they do not represent a panacea solution at every Research I 
university. 
Changing Public Expectations.  Higher education is increasingly viewed by both policy 
makers and the general public as primarily a private benefit, rather than a broader social good.  
(Hebel & Blumenstyk, 2004).  Over 90% of U.S. adults believe that every high school student 
who wants a four-year college education should have the opportunity to gain one, according to a 




higher education. However, nearly two-thirds also believe that students and their families should 
pay the largest share of the cost of a college education.  Given ongoing access barriers, these 
perceptions may make it more difficult than in the past for historically underserved groups to 
enroll in college, at a time when they are becoming a larger proportion of the college-age pool 
(Zusman, 2005).  Many Research I universities are cognizant of this trend and have taken 
positive steps toward addressing it such as outreach to underprivileged demographics, making 
the transition to college life less complicated, etc.  
Shifting Job Markets. While the job market has certainly stabilized in recent years the 
complexity of the market has not.  The vast majority of people who have degrees are reporting 
satisfaction but do not feel a sense of stability that their job will be there in the future (Rhoades, 
2000).  As it relates to Research I universities, the job market for PhD’s takes on supreme 
importance.  The relevancy is based on the fact that Research I universities produce nearly half 
of all the nations PhD’s (Padilla et al, 2000). In most fields, a lower percentage of new PhD’s 
had jobs in 2002 than in the early 1970’s or 1980’s, although the situation was better in the 
1990’s.  Also within the last 10 years, universities have had to attend to the workforce 





             Figure 6. Types of Jobs Doctoral Recipients Take (Altbach, Berdahl, & Gumport, 2005) 
 
The types of jobs that doctoral recipients take have undergone significant changes as well 
(Figure 6).  Most U.S. science and engineering doctorates and over one-third of all social science 
PhD’s no longer work in colleges or universities, which are traditional employers of PhD’s.  
Rather, by 1991 business and industry had become the largest single employment sector for both 
engineering and physical science PhD’s, employing about 60% of engineers and nearly half of 
physical scientists and a growing proportion of those in other fields.  By contrast, only a quarter 
of doctoral engineers and a third of physical scientist work in four-year institutions, including 
those in post-doctoral positions (Rhoades, 2000). Even in the academic field of history, a recent 
placement survey of PhD’s suggested that about half would find jobs outside academia. 
Accountability and Autonomy.  Universities in general, and Research I universities in 




academics, research, and organizational management.  That has changed in the last two decades 
because of the tighter state budgets as well as the rising cost of tuition.  State legislators have 
increasingly sought to ensure attention to state priorities as well as to demand evidence of 
accountability regarding student outcomes such as graduation rates (Zusman, 2005).  
Presidents and chancellors have had to continuously account for budgetary expenditures 
and shifts in the plan, even to the most minute degree.  Federal governmental influence in 
funding research initiatives have taken on the same microscopic posture through regulations 
placed on financial aid.   
Organizational management has probably received the most attention from both state and 
federal governments.  In some states, legislators have enacted requirements that once would have 
been considered political intrusions into academic affairs, such as requirements for student 
learning assessment, increased faculty teaching workloads, and standards for English language 
competence for teaching assistants (Nelson, 2014). 
Individual job accountability has become one of the most rising causes of 
president/chancellor turnover in recent years (Padilla et al., 2000).  The increasing demands from 
the various higher education stakeholders are now very pronounced, particularly in Research I 
universities.  Increased government controls, more influence by students and parents, greater 
involvement by the legal system, more frequent board involvement in day-to-day operations, 
commercialization of college athletics, and bureaucratization of staff are a few of the ongoing 
elements of accountability that a president/chancellor has to contend with in this dispensation of 
time (Padilla et al. 2000).  Although the aforementioned stakeholders are very formidable, no 
group of stakeholders are more important for presidents/chancellors to communicate with and be 




higher-education sector (Skinner, 2010). It is this increased level of accountability that has 
caused many presidents/chancellors to resign.   
Compensation. Surprisingly research shows compensation is not a factor in turnover of 
presidents/chancellors, yet compensation is one of the reasons for the increased scrutiny on them 
instead.  In the mid-1980s the typical president of a doctoral level university was paid about 70 
percent more than the typical full professor.  However, by 1998, the pay advantage presidents 
enjoyed over senior faculty had risen to nearly 200 percent (Padilla el al., 2000).  Boards 
obviously have paid presidents/chancellors more money with the thought that they would 
perform better and perhaps have a longer tenure however, this has proven to not be true.  The 
typical salary of a Research I president/chancellor exceeds $400,000 per year plus additional 
benefits such as paid sabbatical, retirement contributions, annuities, deferred compensation, and 
guaranteed severance (Monks, 2012), yet their average time on the job continues to decrease.  
Summary of Literature Review 
 There are two schools of thought regarding presidential turnover among scholars.  One 
holds to the negative aspects of it being extremely disrupting and the other contends that it is 
good because it brings a new and energized perspective to the job.  Padilla et al. (2000) assert 
that change in leadership often bring shifts in styles and strategies, which can hinder the 
adaptability of faculty and administrators.  Furthermore the turnover among other administrators 
as a result of presidential departure can add significant distractions to organizations.  They give 
an example of two North Carolina public research universities where since 1989 there have been 
seven different chancellors, 13 different provosts and countless deans and department heads.  
Conversely, Birnbaum (1999), a University of Maryland professor and noted authority on higher 




terms. He feels what is important is institutional improvement and not presidential survival. 
There is certainly very little correlation between institutional improvement and presidential 
tenure. 
The major implications that are derived from this review include the complex and 
multifaceted organizations that make up Research I universities and how anyone, even the 
brightest and most educated, can contend with the pressures that exist on a daily basis.  Derek 
Bok, former president of Harvard University, argued that given the enormous growth in 
opportunities in recent years to market higher education, institutions have raised tuition and 
turned to commercial ventures that benefit private firms or narrow short-term institutional 
interests.  He concluded that “the rapid commercialization of American colleges and universities, 
where everything may be up for sale, threatens to undermine academic values and standards, 
impair the university’s reputation for the kind of objective teaching and research essential for a 
democratic society, reduce public trust, and increase public intervention” (Universities in the 
Marketplace, 2003, p.63).  Zemsky (2005), founding director of the Institute for Research in 
Higher Education at the University of Pennsylvania Graduate School of Education is quoted as 
saying, “when institutions become market driven, their role as public agencies become 
significantly diminished as does their capacity to provide venues for the testing of new ideas and 
agendas for public action” (p.150).   
The implications given by these two well respected academicians, put together with the 
increasingly adverse data would suggest that the majority of presidents/chancellors have in some 
way lost focus, implicitly or explicitly, of the true mission and vision of the organizations in 




this assertion however, the current dimensions of that posture would certainly stand as a 




CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH METHODS 
 
The proposed study is centered expressly on the intangible qualities of the position of 
president/chancellor.  With the current turnover rate at 48% (AAU), it is clear that the 
predicament is more entrenched in the imperceptible aspects of the incumbent’s ability to handle 
the demands of the job versus the tangible.  All of the office holders were qualified academically 
and professionally. Furthermore, all have endured a highly vetted process of background 
assessments, reference checks and career evaluations.  Within the aspects of their tenure are the 
intangible nuances that tend to derail any leader, and that is the ability to maintain or advance the 
organization in the direction of its strategic goals.  The purpose of this study is to understand the 
major trends and critical factors that have led to turnover at the president/chancellor level of 
Research I universities. The following research questions guide the exploration efforts:  
• What are the common themes that contribute to president/chancellor turnover?   
• How have the current or former presidents/chancellors perceived the turnover and 
how do they evaluate the turnover itself? 
• Within the current public and political climate, what can be done to address the 
turnover at the president/chancellor level at Research I universities? 




 To capture the essence of what the contributing factors are and what can be addressed to 
mitigate the turnover rate on a go-forward basis, a qualitative research study was conducted.  




the predicament is, will elucidate the significance of the rising rates of turnover and the impact it 
has on the respective universities. Therefore, the purpose of the study is to understand the major 
trends and critical factors contributing to the turnover at Research I universities.  What 
distinguishes a qualitative research design is that the researcher is recognized as a part of the 
process (Seidman, 2013).  To achieve this goal the design focused on the interview method. This 
is advantageous because those associated with Research I universities, current or former 
presidents/chancellors, can provide data relevant to their organization (Creswell, 2013).  
Additionally, it gives the researcher control over the line of questioning to target specific 
attributes of the contributing factors of turnover (Marshall & Rossman, 2014).  
The interviews in this study focused on the turnover of presidents/chancellors at Research 
I Universities.  The significance of this case is that the turnover has risen from 26% in 2012 to 
48% in 2015. The spike in the turnover rate has been well noted with respect to agencies that 
monitor such information however, no comprehensive study has been conducted to ascertain the 
critical factors and trends associated with this.  
The aspects of CEO evolution directly relate to the research questions in the following 
manner: 
• The common themes of president /chancellor turnover in our rapidly changing 
environment relates to the continuous development of the organizations’ workforce.   
However, when there is turnover in the role of executive leadership such as CEOs, it is 





• The globalization of markets, the emphasis on time as a critical element in an 
organization’s ability to compete, and the increasing diversity of the workforce suggest 
that the executive talents are the most valuable in the organization (Penrose, 1959). 
• The path toward understanding a broader range of leadership styles and components 
elucidates what the future could contain for presidents/chancellors and how organizations 
can be affected overall.  
• The primary duties of the board to control managerial opportunism and to ensure that 
CEO’s carry out their duties in the best interest of the shareholders. 
Research Setting and Participants 
 Qualitative research is aimed at learning about an issue from the participants in the 
natural setting (Creswell, Hanson, Plano & Morales, 2007).  Seidman (2013) recommended 
using the following criteria to help determine the number of participants.  Has the number of 
participants been selected to ensure the topic will be covered in depth? According to Seidman 
(2013), participants should also be chosen on the basis of whether or not they can provide 
sufficient details about the topic.  
The researcher interviewed six participants associated with selected Research I schools. 
There was a single selection criterion, that the person be a current or former president/chancellor 
of a Research I university. 
The participants were identified and selected from the Carnegie Classification of 
Institutions of Higher Eduction list of Research I universities. They were initially approached 
with an email invitation that included the interview protocol (Figure 6) and the Institutional 
Review Board (IRB) approval letter.  A follow-up phone call was initiated to those who did not 




























100 67 42 33 11 19 6 
 
Subsequent to the contact by phone dates were set with those willing to participate (Table 
3).  All of the willing participants were then sent a confirmation email subsequent to the phone 
contact. 
These interviews are critical because no data exist on the causes of turnover from the 
perspective of anyone associated with any Research I university.  
Data Collection 
Understanding what presidents/chancellors associated with Research I universities have 
experienced during and as a result the turnover contrasted with what context or influences have 
affected their experiences as they relate to the turnover was very influential in answering the 
research questions. This study has received Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval 
(Appendix A). 
Data were collected from semi-structured individual interviews, that consisted of one 
interview per person and took approximately one hour each. This timeframe is supported in 
research methodology (Patton, 2005). This method was helpful in this study because the 




There were no follow-up interviews due to the limited time structure imposed because of the 
participant’s role. 
All the interviews were conducted via phone, Skype or Face-Time as these methods 
suited the participants preferences. Those methods gave the participants a real-time perspective 
of who the researcher was and vice versa. With the consent of participants, the interviews were 
audio-recorded with the exception of one which was completed via email at the participants 
request due to his travel schedule. 

























Interviewee (Title): _______________________________________________________ 
 




To facilitate our note taking, we would like to audio-record our conversations today. Please sign the release form. For 
your information, only researchers on the project will be privy to the audio-recordings, which will be eventually 
destroyed after they are transcribed. In addition, you must sign a form devised to meet our human subject requirements. 
Essentially, this document states that: (1) all information will be held confidential, (2) your participation is voluntary and 
you may stop at any time if you feel uncomfortable, and (3) we do not intend to inflict any harm. Thank you for your 
agreeing to participate. 
 
We have planned this interview to last no longer than one hour. During this time, we have several questions that we would 
like to cover. If time begins to run short, it may be necessary to interrupt you in order to push ahead and complete this 
line of questioning. 
 
In this case study we will ask the following questions via Skype or Face Time: 
Q1. There have been tremendous changes in the realm of higher education in the last decade.  What do you see as the 
most significant? 
 
Q2. How has those changes affected the university in which you serve? 
 
Q3. What is your perspective of the landscape of higher education particularly at RI universities? 
 
Q4. Regarding 48.3% turnover at the position of President/Chancellor at Research I institutions since 2012, in your 
opinion what are the critical factors surrounding that? 
 
Q5. At your institution, what in your opinion is the strongest focus of the office of President/Chancellor? 
Q6. The University’s purpose is elucidated quite clearly. To what frequency should that be communicated by the 
President/Chancellor? 
Q7.  Can you describe what type of impact turnover has on universities in general and specifically at your associated 
university?   
Q8. In a broader context, what is the desired effect on the future of Research I institutions from Presidents/Chancellors in 
terms of selection, evaluation and retention? 
Q9. How critical is it for the President/Chancellor to recognize the different needs, aspirations and strengths of their staff 
at their university? 






 Once all of the interviews had been conducted, the audio recordings were transcribed, 
and a data analysis was conducted. The analysis was completed by the utilization of MAXQDA 
qualitative data analysis software.  The following analytical processes were utilized:  
1) Audio files were transcribed 
2) Interview notes reviewed and additional notes were made as necessary 
3) Project files were created in MAXQDA 
4) Data were imported into MAXQDA (audio, interview protocol, notes) 
5) Data were organized into document sets by title 
6) Document sets were categorized into segments of data in vivo (code) 
7) Segments of data were coded in vivo using specific words or phrases from the 
participants 
8) The results from the segments were coded and loaded in hierarchal form  
9) Weight score was assigned to the codes  
10) Categories were created based on codes 
11) Code matrix was created to display the themes covered and their respective frequency per 
text. 
12) A ‘one case’ model was created that represented the coded themes and their respective 
frequencies for a selected source. 
This particular approach was helpful because this type of feedback and interpretation has 
yet to be explored with respect to president/chancellor turnover.  Other aspects such as aging 
(Davis & Davis, 1999), diversity (Cook, 2012), length of tenure (Lowman, 2010) and social 
pressures (Kerr, 1984) and been discussed in detail, however, no up-to-date research that 




viewpoints could shed more light on the turnover that has not been previously considered. It is 
not at the level of description but at the level of interpretation and perception that the attitude of 
the participants is understood (Overgaard, 2004).   
Ensuring Rigor and Trustworthiness 
  Interpretive data analysis is assessed on its ability to provide reasonable and plausible 
insight into a phenomenon such that a deeper understanding of the phenomenon can be gained. It 
is because of this understanding Labianca, Gray & Brass, (2000) stated “interpretive research 
implicitly assumes that every person conducting a research study will have a unique 
interpretation of the results” (p. 241).  
 Lincoln & Guba (1985) explain that because interpretive research is based on a different 
set of ontological and epistemological assumptions than functionally based research, the 
traditional notions of validity and reliability do not apply in the same fashion. To ensure rigor in 
this study Lincoln & Guba's (1985) criterion of trustworthiness will be used. The method for 
meeting this criterion were verbatim transcript of interviews, careful notes of observations, clear 
notes on theoretical and methodological decisions, and accurate records of contacts and 
interviews.  
Statement of Researcher Subjectivity 
 As a managing partner of a human capital firm, a former human resources (HR) 
executive and a seasoned professional, I am quite familiar with turnover as a whole.  The 25 
years spent in the corporate arena of HR has allowed me to understand the dynamics of 
organizations’ tangible and intangible, tacit and explicit.  Additionally, I value the political 
nuances that are endemic to any organization as vital to me as I research this very critical and 




endeavors where profit is primary, not to mention obligatory, and HR plays a significant role in 
the prosperity and sagacity of the firm.  A Board of Trustees consistently evaluates leadership in 
that environment formally and informally.  While there is no significant rush to judgment in that 
regard, there is a decision-making variable that allows decisions to made relatively expeditiously.  
I do recognize in the academic arena that the decision making process is not as brisk, in addition 
to the multiple considerations and variables that come into play as they relate to the 
president’s/chancellor’s performance, with little to no input from HR, which may limit my 
appreciation for the critical factors surrounding the turnover rates and the evaluative process.  
Additionally, the replacement of a president/chancellor is a process where there are multiple tiers 
of consensus that takes place in all facets of the selection process.  This is diametrically different 
from the selection process of a CEO of a fortune 500 corporations with which I am familiar.  I 
approach this research with enthusiasm to not only collect judgment, attitude and outlook from 
current or former presidents/chancellors on the subject of turnover and critical factors but also to 
understand the process of selection and contribution, especially since the vast majority of them 




















CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS 
 
 
 This study focuses on the critical factors surrounding turnover of presidents and 
chancellors at Research I universities.  The problem statement, turnover at the 
president/chancellor level, is significant because 16 of 61 Research I universities had hired or 
had a plan to hire new presidents or chancellors in 2011, according to the American Association 
of Universities (AAU, 2012).  That turnover rate of 26.2% is noteworthy.  Equally as important 
is, in 2012 seven flagship universities announced searches for new hires, three of which were Ivy 
League institutions. Additionally, the turnover rate from 2011 to 2016 is 48% (AAU) at Research 
I universities and continues to increase.  
 The purpose of this study is to understand the major trends and critical factors that have 
led to turnover at the president/chancellor level at Research I universities.  More specifically the 
study focuses on whether there are common themes that are contributing factors to the turnover 
from the perspective of current or former presidents/chancellors.   
 The results in this exploratory study represent those critical factors, current landscape, 
key themes and historical shifts that have taken place in the last decade or more.  The initial 
course of action was to interview current or former members of the governing boards at Research 
I universities to glean perspective on the turnover of presidents/chancellors.  It was the 
recommendation by the doctoral committee members that perhaps the initial outreach should be 
to current or former presidents/chancellors to get a more concentrated view of the critical factors.  
This approach would provide a clear and unbridged perspective of the changes in the realm of 
higher education, how those changes have affected the university in which they serve, their 
perspective of the landscape of higher education, the impact turnover has had on their 




 The following research questions guided the study with the second question being revised 
as a result of the doctoral committee’s recommendations: 
• What are the common themes that contribute to president/chancellor turnover? 
• How have the current or former presidents/chancellors perceived the turnover and 
how do they evaluate the turnover itself? 
• Within the current public and political climate, what can be done to address the 
turnover at the president/chancellor level at Research I universities? 
• What does the future hold for the president/chancellor role at Research I 
universities?  
Each interviewee was contacted by the researcher via email with an invitation to 
participate in the study.  The questions and Institutional Review Board (IRB) information was 
also sent.  A total of 100 invitations were sent out to participate in the study. Subsequent phone 
calls were made to each presidents/chancellor’s office to follow up with the invitation.  What is 
noteworthy is over five times I was told personally by administrative staff and by one 
interviewee that the presidents/chancellors were not going to be willing to speak because of the 
pressures and demands of the job.  They simply didn’t want the possible scrutiny that may come 
as a result of just talking about their roles in an already changing and shifting climate within 
higher education even in a structured fashion that is sanctioned by the IRB. The exploratory 
nature of this study suggest that this is relevant and significant because of the elevated turnover 
rates of the role.  One administrative staff member mentioned that the “real reason that 
president/chancellors don’t want to talk is because the spotlight is too bright”.  





Coded Name Gender Age Time in Office 
(years) 
Position Status 
SX M 62 15 Current 
AQ M 73 3 Current 
MG M 53 5 Former 
NW M 61 6  Current 
HV M 76 1.5 Former 
CZ M 61 6 Current 
Table 4 Profile of Interviewees  
Interviews were conducted during the Fall of 2017.  A clear image of context was evident 
by the last interview whereby the participants were providing analogous responses with regard to 
the research questions.  The temperament, thoughts regarding the dynamics of the role, opinions 
of the function, responsibilities, and judgements regarding the pressures and sentiments of the 
future of higher education were similar.  The cut-off point for the interviews was in mid-
December 2017.   
All of the participants serve in public land grant institutions and are consistent with the 
ethnic, gender and age ranges of the president/chancellor archetype (American Council on 
Education, 2017).  
A central challenge in policy for higher education is to ensure that universities serve the 
public interest while providing institutions with sufficient autonomy to control their operations 
(Berdahl & McConnell, 2011).  Among the participants, all function within a public university 







What are the common themes that contribute to president/chancellor turnover? 
 The essence of the study is to explore the common themes associated with turnover at the 
president/chancellor level at Research I universities.  Assembling the perspectives of current and 
former presidents/chancellors themselves is a cornucopia of information, knowledge and 
specifics as relates to this overall trend.   In this category, all of the participants seemed straight 
forward.  There was no hesitancy to communicate regarding this matter.  Additionally, all 
seemed aware of the current turnover rate being significantly elevated.  President SX shared that 
this is a product of a number of complex factors including institutional histories, culture, 
tradition and many others.  He believed that the turnover is not something that is always bad or 
always good.  He pointed out the fact that a number of highly sophisticated organizational 
models rely on a steady rotation of key human resources into and out of assorted roles and 
responsibilities. He cited examples of it happening in government, politics, business, military and 
higher education and saying even lower levels of academic organizations are marked by a steady 
rotation of individuals through leadership roles.  
 President MG felt as if turnover was attributed to the poor dynamics of governance at 
public universities citing that most of the trustees want to be involved but don’t stay that long.  
He strongly suggested that the solution is bridging the gap between chancellors and trustees 
because of the challenging and changing business model.  
 Similarly, President NW felt the involvement and patience of the boards of trustees was a 
common theme.  He indicated that moving the dial at a large university is challenging and people 
struggle with it. The amount of work, the stress, fundraising, and being away from campus leads 




than 50%.  President HV also cited the complexities of the position placed alongside the 
transparency leads to burnout.  He cited the position was always on demand and everyone wants 
a personal touch.  President AG stated that people want instant gratification and boards are a lot 
more aggressive than in times past, wanting solutions and results in weeks instead of months.  
Those factors, combined with the activism on campus and the enemies of the office, 
accumulating a lot faster than they did heretofore, are just a few of the reasons for the climb in 
turnover of the role.  
 President CZ sees the factors as a loss of prestige in the role.  He cited that years ago the 
position was coveted but now everyone feels the right to criticize, defame or belittle the role.  He 
noted with the rise of social media the position is always in the spotlight.  From alumni, to 
faculty, to the media, the role is constantly scrutinized and second guessed.  He also stated that 
the role has no positive feedback.  He noted in the entirety of his tenure no one has ever called to 
say that he was doing a good job; the feedback has always been negative.  He felt that there 
seems to be a destructive discourse as it relates to presidents or chancellors because of the 
complexity of the role.  As a result, he stated that many people don’t want the challenge.  They 
can do other things and sleep better at night.  This president, the head of a Research I university 
system, cited the most significant change in higher education was that in the 1970’s education 
had a three-fold advantage; advantage to self, to one’s family, and to the community.  Since then 
the public intuitions has been affected thusly changing the paradigm of higher education.  
Additionally, he felt the search sector has changed citing the traditional progression to chancellor 
being dean-provost-chancellor.  He stated now it appears that provosts are not interested as a 




 President SX indicated the challenges facing higher education are historically unique.  
Rapid, ubiquitous, and accelerating technological progress is now a part of the human condition.  
Society’s capacity to integrate new technologies is growing. As a consequence of rapid 
technological progress and the increased capacity to integrate new technologies into already 
complex social systems, we now have greater access to information and tools to collect, transmit, 
and process information.  He argues that education will necessarily change, either in a responsive 
manner or, more preferably in an anticipatory manner. The remainder of the interviewees seemed 
to highlight the most significant changes as it relates to this research question. 
 President AQ views the most significant change as the culture of universities being 
increasingly difficult to manage with no curiosity by board members as to how to make the 
university better.  He indicated that universities are stuck in the past, focusing more on 
intellectual freedom, the notion of free speech from politics, versus contribution for the greater 
good. 
 President HV felt the most significant changes have been state and federal policies and 
the ability to deal with them effectively and efficiently.  It is now reflected in the reality of the 
higher education system. 
 President MG contends the most significant change is the amount of work and risk 
administrators have to contend with has escalated over the last 20 years.  The level of 
commentary by other entities has made it harder.  He states that administrators are giving it all 
they have and realizing it's not for them.  Budgets, athletics and the media make it harder and 
harder to do everything and keep up with the promises.  He stated that years ago the role was less 




 The underlying theme, the spotlight being more intense, seemed to be prevalent 
throughout the interviews as President NW indicated that presidents can’t be everything to 
everyone anymore.  He also indicated the decline of public funding, the lack of focus as an 
institution, and less efficiencies are problematic and has become a permanent change in higher 
education. 
 These themes seem to correlate with literature that connotes everyday decision making 
juxtaposed with the ideology of a long-term lens plays a major role on whether a 
president/chancellor stays or goes (Kerr, 1984).  Correspondingly, the blind spots that have the 
capability of derailing a president’s’ career are multifarious and always present (Kiley, 2012).   
How have the current or former presidents/chancellors perceived the turnover and how do they 
evaluate the turnover itself? 
 The value, significance and magnitude of having perspective of someone that has actually 
experienced this trend is of vast importance.  Their perceptions and evaluation of the turnover is 
close up because they’ve been in the role.  In this era of intensifying pressures in higher 
education leadership in general, and the president/chancellor role in particular, current or former 
presidents/chancellors can provide an illuminated viewpoint that is worthy of reflection.   
President NW feels the university is more focused on efficiency as opposed to excellence. 
Constrained by public funding, he is always faced with the question of how can we do more with 
less.  That sort of mindset changes the dynamic of how they talk about their mission.  He 
expressed that turnover resets everything and creates churn.  He also stated the financial costs are 
massive.  He strongly feels the president plays a role that is significant, and turnover takes away 




President AQ felt turnover is very destabilizing and does little to nothing to create a 
succession climate.  He stated succession management is sorely lacking in higher education and 
candidly is not utilizing common sense. He also communicated that the changes taking place do 
not provide a pathway to leadership and tended to create ‘grey’ managers, those that have settled 
in mediocrity and don’t care about progress.  He called it the tyranny of universities.  
President CZ indicated the impact there has not been tremendous.  He stated they were 
fortunate to have stable leadership.  He feels that anyone in their role for five years and above is 
successful. In general, he stated that each role as chancellor has a different focus (i.e. 
fundraising, philanthropy, etc.). He feels it’s important to find the right leaders for the right time 
within the system. He also contends the number of constituencies has changed significantly, 
stating that there is now almost an insurmountable accountability to boards, the legislature, 
representatives in DC, prominent citizens, business chambers, and of course the media.  It is his 
opinion that the position of president or chancellor is the most scrutinized position and higher 
education is the most regulated industry of all. He concluded that if the president/chancellor 
becomes too entrenched within the system by micro-managing, without focusing on the bigger 
picture it will cause problems. 
 President HV has a somewhat different opinion in that he felt that turnover is not 
necessarily a bad thing.  He stated that change causes rethinking.  He also stated that impact at 
the five-year mark was essential.  He analogized it as a lifecycle: first year, what’s working; 
second year, designing changes; third year, implementing those changes. He indicated the most 
detrimental effect president/chancellor turnover has is on strategic planning.  He felt it 
dramatically decreased the four main objectives of the university; 1) recruiting the best faculty, 




 President MG indicated the biggest influence on president/chancellor turnover is larger 
amounts of turnover downstream in the organization.  He felt as if the turnover without an 
immediate successor lessens continuity.  He also believed the turnover is creating a 50% chance 
that people at all administrative levels will leave because they had no confidence that they would 
hit it off with the successor, and that the turnover was extremely expensive.  Additionally, he felt 
that people in the organization were very upset that it was happening.  
 President SX was a lot more positive indicating that the university he leads had to create 
a new organizational model as a result of changes.  He proudly states that they have designed a 
university that identifies itself not by who it excludes but by who it includes and how they 
succeed.  He also cited that this egalitarian mission is on one hand tremendously innovative and 
on the other reflective of the same values that motivated the establishment of America’s land 
grant colleges and universities.  He stated his university has established a new standard for 
excellence and is now a standout among America’s research universities in its commitment to 
both access and excellence; two priorities that are traditionally not pursued simultaneously.  He 
feels strengths need to be understood and also cultivated.  He also stated it is important to reflect 
on the gap between where the institution’s strengths are presently being developed and where 
they need to be developed in order to maximize benefit to students and the community in which 
the university is situated.   
 The effects of turnover on the universities in which they serve was by far was the most 
emotionally charged with all of the interviewees.  The changes taking place were clearly 
something that they all felt extremely passionate about. It was also clear that there was a sense of 
pride, ownership and prurience as it relates to the changes turnover brought in general and effects 




 Now more than ever, leading an institution of higher education is a difficult and 
complicated endeavor.  Colleges and universities face unprecedented challenges as our nation 
looks to them to promote social mobility and economic growth in an increasingly competitive 
global environment.  Presidents play a critical role in ensuring their institution’s success, 
especially as internal and external pressures have grown at a time of resource instability and 
demographic change.  Deepening the understanding of these exceptional leaders, the pathways 
they have taken, and the key trends and topics that most impact their work has only grown in 
importance (American Council on Education, 2017). 
 This links to the foundation theoretical framework of the evolution of CEO’s more 
soundly.  Like presidents/chancellors, CEO’s begin their jobs with high vulnerability 
(Frederickson, et al., 1988, Shen and Canella, 2002). Similarly, many lose their jobs within three 
years of taking office, which is barely enough time for them to complete the process of taking 
charge (Gabarro, 1987). It is no surprise that presidential tenure is decreasing as is CEO tenure at 
large corporations.  It is a comment on the complexity of our times (Padilla, et al., 2000). 
Within the current  public and political climate, what can be done to address the turnover at the 
president/chancellor level at Research I universities? 
 The political and social climates that surround all universities have changed 
demonstrably from the past.  The scrutiny, exposure and transparency of the office are all at the 
forefront for Research I presidents and chancellors.  As our society changes in a massive and 
substantial way the milieu of political and public attitudes toward expectations of 
presidents/chancellors has as well.  Thusly, this has created an environment of expediency, 
immediacy and microscopic involvement in higher education that was once considered 




of communication of the university’s purpose by the president/chancellor to their own staff, 
students, alumni, contributors, legislature and business community.  They all felt it is now a vital 
part of their tenure.   
 President CZ stated that communication, particularly of the university’s purpose, is a 
continuous message.  Not just at the campus level but also including time with the legislature.  
He cited that there are numerous pressures with the state, and because of that, the message from 
the president with regard to the university’s purpose has to be constant.  He also concluded that 
20 years ago leaders spent the vast majority of their time on campus.  Today that is the opposite.  
The vast majority of time is spent in the legislature, chambers and among the business 
community. He stated the numbers (percentage of time spent on campus) are not even half of 
what they were and that today’s leader has to have a superb staff because things are happening, 
and decisions are being made that the leader simply does not have time to address.  A leader has 
to trust that his or her staff are doing the right thing and accomplishing the goals of their 
university.  He said he encourages his leaders to “hit the ground listening”. From his perspective, 
it takes about a year to really get grounded and settled within a chancellor role at which point all 
the dynamics are understood and the incumbent can function at the proper level. 
 President NW felt similarly in that the communication should focus on strategic 
priorities.  Making certain that what the university is about is clearly articulated is the key 
differentiator.  Priorities should be articulated to regents, donors, students and alumni.  He also 
felt that communication was very critical particularly to direct and immediate staff.  What is 
critical, he experienced, is the focus and scope of the office.  Depending on the institution, what 
works well for a campus is the key skill that presidents need to pick up very quickly (e.g., 




people have. He stated that as a president you have to understand that you’re in the people 
business.  You’ve got understand people pretty well to do the work.   
 President SX echoed the same sentiment stating that the university’s purpose should be 
communicated at every opportunity possible and to every community possible; students, faculty, 
staff, graduates, external stakeholders, etc. 
President HV stated that the communication, particularly of the university’s purpose, 
should be done all the time with every statement being tied back to the core mission.  All 
statements should retract to the overarching goals of the university.  He feels that changing the 
culture is most important.  He stated that the needs of the staff are important but not overriding.  
He believes that its only critical to recognize the needs, aspirations and strengths to the extent to 
which the need drives the culture.  
Conversely, president MG stated this aspect of his tenure, recognizing the needs of his 
staff, couldn’t be more critical.  He stated that presidents who have a lot of currency with staff 
have life a little easier. If you have the staff on your side, that’s a huge asset that is very much 
overlooked. He also stated communication in general and communication of the university’s 
purpose in particular, should be done all the time and to everyone.  People, he asserted, believe 
the purpose.  He felt strongly that is what’s most important.  
President AQ also sees communication in every form as the most critical function of the 
role.  He stated when the president/chancellor creates a culture of inclusion and a matrix 
organization it creates an environment where staff in particular feel free to do what they do well.  
He analogized the purpose is like having cards, each card having values and pillars. Hire the 
people with values and work on the resource side. The ones that don’t do it well, don’t work well 




Most of the participants in this research at one point used the term ‘spotlight’.  It is in the 
area of political and social climates that the spotlight shines the brightest.  It is also the reason 
articulated to the researcher why many presidents/chancellors declined to participate in the study. 
A critical component of presidential tenure articulated by the participants is that while 
presidents continue to be held accountable for everything (as they should be) their former 
authority has been given to others who cannot be held accountable.  Presidents are increasingly 
left out as authority is granted to faculty, students, and staff which results in automatic non merit-
based pay increases; faculty control of the curriculum and the appointment, promotion and tenure 
process; selection committees for everything; direct access to trustees; and, administration by 
trustees.  Presidents have little left about which they can be decisive because most of their power 
has been given away by besieged predecessors or well-intentioned boards of trustees.  So, the 
water boils and the presidents take the heat, as long as they can (Padilla, et al., 2000). 
What does the future hold for the president/chancellor role at Research I universities? 
 In the ongoing demands on the higher education system, the intense media attention and 
focus, and the seemingly increasing requirements on presidents/chancellors the future, in a very 
real sense, is being molded in this dispensation of time.  Aligning the purpose, scope and 
landscape of higher education, particularly at Research I institutions has become a conundrum 
that is only enhanced and highlighted by the turnover of presidents and chancellors.   
President HV felt there would be two major issues both of which are financially based; 1) 
the ability to finance higher education and 2) privatized support issues.  He stated it would 
require creative thinking and more strategic ways of financial maneuvering. He indicated the 
strongest focus of the president/chancellor is the staff and the percentage of time dealing with 




of engagement. He also stated the institution should be why the president was hired and 
managing the expectations of the institution should be the primary goal. Lastly, it’s important 
that the board of trustees remain on a particular path and create significant change.   
 President SX was diverse and emboldened in his prognosis stating that research 
universities are among the most important institutions for social progress and that they transmit 
social values over time and advance priorities at all levels.  He highlighted that his institution has 
undergone a comprehensive redesign.  He stated they have eliminated over 80 academic units 
and established more than 30 during his tenure.  From his viewpoint, the primary focus for the 
office is to identify a design model that maximizes value and then understand that model, 
characterize that model, and subsequently implement the model.  He stated in order for the 
university to be effective the office of president/chancellor has to be action oriented.   
 Similarly, President CZ felt that we have a stable society because of public higher 
education.  He stated it used to serve as a host for the best and the brightest.  Unlike any other 
country a person could go as far as their drive, initiative and courage would take them.  He stated 
that higher education gives you an opportunity independent of status, hope for the future, and he 
still believe this holds true.  He argues this is why higher education in the United States still has 
the number one standing around the globe.  He cited that even leaders of other countries send 
their children to the United States to get educated.  He contends that those facts speak volumes 
for higher education in our country.  He specifies the strongest focus for him is to remove 
obstacles for his staff.  He acknowledged that he looks for opportunities to partner with others 
giving the example that the whole is greater than the sum of its parts.  He said he also seeks to 
attract and retain the best talent at his institution using a system and a team approach.  He 




 From a futuristic standpoint President CZ feels strongly that picking the right leader for 
the right time is critical.  One that can see the obstacles and can find solutions that’s going to 
satisfy the legislature, focus on the budget and be sensitive to the Governor.  He stated the right 
leader knows where we’re going and how we’re going to get there; they just to have the right 
skillset.  He indicated that his organization has to ensure that the right person is going to fit along 
with the right dynamics for that institution.   
 Likewise, President NW still believes in the greater good in higher education.  He stated 
research for the greater good still happens and that the mission is still strong.  He cited there is an 
ever-increasing amount of anti-science rhetoric and a perception of anti-intellectualism.  He also 
stated the future will be filled with people that need to be engaged and informed.  Much of it he 
said, from the perspective of president/chancellor, is directing traffic; making tasks clear so that 
others can do what they are supposed to do.  His office does not believe in micromanagement 
and focuses heavily on communication.  Additionally, he indicated the focus is also consultation 
around shared governance; keeping committees and the board of regents engaged.  He feels that 
it’s important for the board of trustees to look outside the box and focus on things that support 
the academic pathways.  He signified that there is an anti-academy feeling within political 
circles.  He said it takes a unique set of skills and experience to do the job well.  Academic 
criteria and fit are extremely important.  Secondarily, he felt that faculty governance is also 
important, and presidents should pay close attention to it.  He stated the whole situation has to be 
focused on collaborative management.  Ironically, he mentioned another university president that 
was interviewed in this research as thought leader in higher education.   
President AQ ascribed the landscape as a challenge to drive toward automation. He stated 




demand.  He indicated the character of the American universities are changing.  He stated that 
we are holding on by our traditions and not by our creativity and in the long run that will hurt the 
universities.  He enunciated that he spends a great deal of his time personalizing the university, 
spending very little time in his office and mostly working very hard at being at certain locations, 
events and meetings so that he can get a personal sense of the climate and dynamics.  He 
concluded by simply stating the entire revolving door has become symbolic of the role of 
president/chancellor and that diminishes the ability to create a great culture at the university.   
 President MG felt that there is a current crisis of confidence in higher education.  He 
argued that research has been declining since 1945 and there has been a decline in perceptions of 
undergraduate education.  He rhetorically asked, “how do we fight against that”? He raised the 
issues of increasing college tuition rates. He stated the treadmill is raising the cost and starving 
some parts of the university. He sees the strongest futuristic focus as fundraising and state 
politics and he highlighted that this was part of the challenge.  He said he only spent 50% of his 
time on campus and received feedback that he did not spend enough time with the legislature and 
board of directors. He strongly maintained that it's not possible or sustainable to keep all the 
promises the university has made. He made reference to Nobel laureates, Rhodes scholars, and 
athletics. He said the universities were running out of tricks and that the endowment model no 
longer works.  He referenced the tremendous degree of outsourcing of ancillary functions (e.g. 
grounds, housekeeping, parking).  He stated this generation of leaders has to get people to see 
they can’t do all those ancillary functions.  He gave an example of the civil rights movement 60 
years ago and how one of the goals was to increase diversification of faculty to mirror the 
student population.  He said that the number is typically 3% while the diversification of the 




made and there is similar crisis’ with other promises.  He referenced so many copies of degrees 
have been created.  Lastly, he stated somebody has to have the courage to stand up and say it’s 
wrong.   
This category, what the future holds for the president/chancellor role at R1 universities,  
leaves a tremendous opportunity for further increased and intense research as the future of higher 
education is framed and positioned within our society.  Certainly, the candid, sincere and 
authentic approach to the future of higher education at Research I universities by these current 
and former president/chancellors should, at a minimum be given thoughtful consideration and is 
worthy of ongoing reflection.  
 Colleges and universities now confront a complex future.  It requires, on one hand, 
progressively accomplishing more with less, while also maintaining higher educations’ relevance 
and traditions.  Moreover, the pressure for change is both greater and global in scope (Skinner, 
2010). 
Discussion 
 The essence of this dilemma, turnover of presidents/chancellors at Research I 
universities, is one of significance, magnitude and consequence.  Many of those outcomes have 
yet to be realized or understood but what is clear now is how the research participants view it’s 
meaning, how it differentiates from the historical paradigm in higher education and the 
impressions that current and former presidents/chancellors are left with. The picture of context in 
this exploratory study is that there is a tremendous shift in the way higher education is viewed by 
stakeholders, the level of involvement by boards of directors, the media scrutiny that has 
intensified immensely, the loss of prestige to the role, the egregious governance that has 




culture that’s seemingly difficult to manage. Additionally, vicissitudes involving the role that 
have recently manifested in some media highlighted cases has only further served to accentuate 
the difficulties encompassed in such a high profile position.  
 It should be noted that in the entirety of this research and interviews with the current or 
former presidents/chancellors, the issue of compensation never arose as a critical factor nor was 
it ever mentioned or alluded to as a factor in any regard. 
 The key and central themes that have emerged as a result of this study speaks to the 
enormity of the pressures of the office.  Multiple times during the study the word ‘spotlight’ was 
used.  The themes of that spotlight are highlighted (Figure 8) with the sub topics examined from 
the research participants: 
 
Figure 8. Major Themes 
Lastly since the researcher has a career dedicated to Human Resources and who’s 
academic concentration is Human Resource Development (HRD) the participants were asked 




search, development, advancement or departure of a president/chancellor.  This question was 
asked because it has the potential to provide a lens to understand and interpret the data.  The 
answers received were as follows: 
1) No Research 1 university will have a strong HR presence.  Most board members are 
shocked.  It is a very decentralized nature relying mostly on department chairs.  The 
class of employees (faculty) don’t view themselves as employees.  They view 
themselves as the institution itself. It creates challenges when employees play by a 
different set of rules.  It’s part of the academic culture that has to change. 
2) If you crack this problem, it would be a great asset to any university.  Nobody wants 
to say HR is real work.  Political capital has to be put into it. It doesn’t get valued and 
is endemic to academia but it’s not impossible to change it. 
3) Changes will not be significant without the involvement of HR. If people are brought 
in from corporate America, the posture will be quite different.  They bring the kind of 
systems employed for retention.  Universities could use HR as a strategic leverage. 
4) HR would be great in creating a talented group of people and culture.  It would be 
true personnel development. 
5) HR has been more of a service function.  Just recently a HR person was placed on the 
search committee for other key positions; a first at our institution. 
This sort of feedback is critical because it could be argued that the foundational HRD 
element, improving performance, could be utilized to greater efficiencies within higher education 
in general and Research I universities in particular. It is clear that from of the perspectives of the 




more substantive contribution as value-added and HR’s potential as an authentic business partner 
along with faculty and administration.  
Reconceiving higher education to meet contemporary demands calls upon many colleges 
and universities and the leaders at their helm to reassess value propositions, funding streams, 
processes, delivery models, and revenue formulas while staying true to institutional mission.  
Constructively reinventing business models will require that presidents push for reform in key 
areas that includes diversity and inclusion, and resource strategies, while also nurturing data-
































CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSION 
 
 The culmination of this study, Turnover of Presidents and Chancellors at Research I 
Universities, will bring together a congealed arrangement of the details concerning the problem 
statement, purpose of the study, literature review, research methodology, and findings.  More 
specifically, each section will be highlighted with the relevant information. A summary of the 
study will give an overview of the entire study; the findings will be sequentially presented from 
the analysis of data; the implications for practice will be detailed regarding the issues raised in 
the research; recommendations for research will be presented about what could be studied 
further; and, a conclusion will be shared.  Although the study itself is complete, the state of 
affairs as it relates the topic of the study is very much an ongoing context by which investigation 
should remain. 
 
Summary of The Study 
The purpose of this study was to understand the major trends and critical factors that have 
led to turnover at the president/chancellor level at Research I universities.  More specifically the 
study focuses on whether there are common themes that are contributing factors to the turnover 
from the perspective of current or former presidents/chancellors.  One of the significant factors 
of the study was that it included current and former presidents and chancellors themselves. They 
gave a point of view that was unique to the role and distinctive to the universities in which they 
serve(d).  The research questions were:   
• What are the common themes that contribute to president/chancellor turnover? 
• How have the current or former presidents/chancellors perceived the turnover and 




• Within the current public and political climate, what can be done to address the 
turnover at the president/chancellor level at Research I universities? 
• What does the future hold for the president/chancellor role at Research I 
universities?  
The interview protocol was a direct outcome of the literature review that presented: 
1) university leadership that focused on the hierarchical patterns of promotion through 
academic leadership toward the university presidency and distinguished leadership 
configurations at both single campus and multi campus university systems. 
2) executive leadership that concentrated on the scope, role, approach to leadership, 
opportunity and impact that president/chancellor has at any Research I university.  It 
also encompassed corporate governance and the direct parallel of the role of 
president/chancellor and corporate CEO. 
3) turnover of leadership focused on the marked decline of tenure among 
presidents/chancellors at Research I universities (Padilla & Ghosh, 2000), the 
opinions of the professional communities (Cohen & March, 1974), and the 
contention that policies of colleges and universities are no longer rational designs for 
decisive dialogue, individual accountability, or effective presidential leadership 
(Fisher, 1984).  
4) critical factors that surround the turnover at Research I universities: shrinking state 
funding, privatization, changing public expectations, shifting job markets, 
accountability and autonomy, and compensation. 
Presidents and chancellors were contacted by the researcher via email with an invitation 




information was also sent.  One hundred invitations were sent out to participate in the study. 
Subsequent phone calls were made to each presidents/chancellor’s office to follow up with the 
invitation.  Each president/chancellor was provided the same interview format by the researcher 
and each interview was detailed and coded applicably.  The significant and considerable themes 
were then sub-coded and resulted in the research questions being answered with notable detail. 
Findings 
The significant themes that have emerged as a result of the study are as follows: 
Turnover significance - participants in the research spoke of the effects of the turnover on 
Research I universities and how the universities are coping with the turnover.  They also spoke 
of the lack of advancement, the scrutiny that comes with the job as well as the loss of prestige 
due to the structure of the university and management by the board of directors/regents.  This 
parallels the literature that suggests that leadership configurations are set by the board of 
directors/regents, and while there are moderate differences, most are solidly framed within the 
context of academia and hasn’t changed significantly in several decades (Johnstone, 1999). The 
differences mostly encompass the strategic direction of each institution. None of the participants 
seemed to be surprised or disturbed when the turnover percentages were discussed.  They 
seemed to be well aware of the state of affairs as it relates to turnover at their level. 
Societal and political pressures – participants weighed heavily on the term ‘spotlight’ 
when referring to the pressures being more intense as well as accountability and legislative 
involvement.  Padilla et al. (2000) assert that individual job accountability has become one of the 
most rising causes of president/chancellor turnover in recent years and that the increasing 
demands from the various higher education stakeholders is now very pronounced.  The largest 
component of this segment is the constant external pressures that pull the president/chancellor 




Governance – the landscape of higher education and funding has caused a crisis of 
confidence according to the participants. They fear they are not able to deliver on all the 
promises that the university has made over the years. Fisher (1984) asserts that the primary 
influence in president/chancellor turnover is the poor governance premises directing conduct at 
the campus, board level or both.  Additionally, Thornton, et al (2000) argues that turnover is due 
to the rapidly changing environment in higher education and that change has become the mantra 
for presidents and their institutions. The participants felt that local, state and federal legislatures 
are consuming a large portion of their time that should be devoted to more academic purposes. 
Demands of the job – the focus of the role, the purpose of higher education, the right fit 
for the right role, as well as societal change was a part of this grouping.  Participants felt in some 
cases the purpose of higher education was getting lost with outside involvement coupled with the 
role not being right for every individual.  Scholarly perspectives suggest that galloping 
technological advances, distance learning, essential partnerships, competition, faculty turnover, 
the constant need for funding, and political agendas emphasizes the complexity and pace of our 
times (Padilla, et al, 2000). According to Wilson (2000) a successful presidency is less about 
length of tenure and more about whether the president’s vision was sufficiently embraced by the 
institution to become an ongoing part of its future.  All the participants felt the complexities of 
the university’s focus (e.g. fundraising, research etc.) should be embraced by anyone doing the 
job.  They cited the right incumbent is going to have the capacity to deal with the associated 
pressures more readily. 
The findings reflect the aim and scope of the study and correspond directly with the 
literature relative to the major trends and critical factors of turnover at Research I universities.  
While there are individualistic nuances to each academic climate, there are common themes that 
continued to be argued by each of the participants. While all of them acknowledge the change in 
the climate surrounding the university they also note that historical structure of the university has 
not kept pace with those changes and thusly create pressures, tension and anxiety that dulls the 





Implications for Practice 
A central component of this segment is what are the implications for improving, adding 
to or changing the field.  A focal result of this study was the time spent discussing shifting 
business models at Research I universities set against the changing nature of the role of 
president/chancellor with the participants.  This has also been alluded to in the literature review 
(Cohen & March, 1974, Kerr 1994). Additionally, a recent Presidents study by the American 
Council on Education (ACE) indicated the landscape of higher education has arguably grown 
more complex and competitive.  They face more scrutiny from government, the private sector 
and civil society about the value they provide for people, communities and economies.  As a 
result, pressures to transform colleges and universities have grown, making the job of being a 
president harder (ACE, 2017). 
There are four key factors of this research: 
1) Commons themes – among the participants this seems a product of a number of 
complex factors including institutional histories, culture, tradition and many others. 
These factors juxtaposed with their perception of poor governance creates 
environments that are acerbic to the role of president/chancellor.  They see the 
solution as bridging the gap between presidents/chancellors and trustees because of 
the challenging and changing business model. 
2) Perception and evaluation of turnover – according to the participants this resets 
everything and creates churn.  In addition to administrative transitions the costs are 
massive and takes the president/chancellor away from the focus of the role. The 
number of constituencies has changed significantly.  Now there is perceived 
insurmountable accountability to boards of directors/regents, legislature, 




3) What can be done to address the turnover from the perspective of social and political 
climates – the participants maintain the purpose of the university has to be clearly 
articulated not just at the campus level but also including time with the boards of 
directors/regents and the legislature.  The message has to be thoughtful and constant; 
and, 
4) What the future holds for president/chancellors at Research I universities – all the 
participants agree that the entire system has to undergo a redesign.  The primary focus 
of the office is to identify the optimal public value of the design model, understand it 
and then implement it.  The office has to be action oriented.  In order to succeed, 
higher education has to hold on by their creativity and not their traditions. 
Also, a component that arose from the research was that most of the presidents/chancellors 
interviewed felt that there was little to no involvement from human resources (HR) at the 
university when it came to the selection, dismissal, retention, performance feedback or anything 
else as it relates to the tenure of presidents/chancellors at their respective universities in 
particular and higher education in general.  The participants all agreed that a corporate human 
resources development (HRD) component could add value to the organization particularly 
because of the shifting business model.  That business model that they alluded to has become 
increasing more corporate in nature than in times past, from their perspective.  Because of this 
the implication for improving the higher education model in general is to have human resources 
play more of a business partner role in the administration.  This would include faculty 
development, diversity and inclusion, executive coaching, board participation, talent 
management and turnover management.   
 
The role of HRD as it relates to turnover of presidents and chancellors has the potential to 




- Improving performance. This includes the university as well as administration.  
- Corporate HR model versus government model (land grant).  From the viewpoint of the 
participants, this is the change that is needed.  Pragmatic, needful, demanding, logical and 
at the forefront of change and transformation.  
- Role as business partner. Become a part of the decision-making process for budgets, 
people, faculty. 
- Faculty development. Focusing on the student as customer. Making the curriculum fit the 
lifestyle, schedule and learning focus of the student. 
- HR analytics. Concentrate on data driven matrix and utilization models to make more 
informed decisions about strategy and tactics. 
- Focus on talent management and turnover management.  Emphasize value added 
contributions to the university’s strategy such as faculty that quit and leave versus those 
who quit and stay.  
The paradigm for a more business-oriented model has already shown up in many Research I 
universities but simply hasn’t been named as such with deadlines, policies, mandates and 
reorganized goals and objectives that have presented themselves over the last decade.   Perhaps 
what is needed, and in fact alluded to, is a more innovative HRD function. A transition from a 
transaction-oriented department to a more of a business partner role providing centers of 
excellence to the university.  Providing vision, short & long-term plans, as well as progressive 
human resources strategies to continue to build capacity within the HRD function and the 
broader organization, developing strong talent pipeline, and maximizing organizational 
development and performance. Additionally, participating actively in the university’s long-range 
planning process and implementation to ensure the human resources functions are appropriately 




HRD’s potential could also stretch to serve as organizational leader, leadership advisor, and 
coach to senior leadership. The HRD component may perhaps provide proactive leadership with 
senior management and staff managers around employment related issues, coaching and 
personnel development and succession. Moreover, they could advise on executive compensation 
matters and serve as a staff liaison to the Human Resources Compensation Committee of the 
board of directors/regents.  
The nature of this role, to lead and manage organizational priorities, could in fact have a 
tremendously positive effect including:  
- Ensure strong execution of HR practices and services to attract, develop, and retain 
faculty, administrative and executive talent. Continue to develop effective measurements 
of department quality and effectiveness. Implement strategic employee and faculty 
recruitment to support the university’s cultural policy around inclusiveness and diversity 
as well as standards of excellence.  
- Implement and maintain an ongoing performance management process that aligns with 
the university’s goals.  
- Supervise the employee orientation and training programs that address the university’s 
needs and long term strategic goals.  
- Ensure focus on talent management as well as learning and development.  
- Lead efforts to ensure competitive and equitable compensation and benefits programs 
that help enable the organization to attract, retain, and engage top talent.  
- Define workplace strategies and initiatives to enhance culture and the engagement of 
employees.  
- Lead the formulation and implementation of the organization’s strategic objectives, 
policies and practices.  
This brand of HRD prototype has the capability to align the university’s mission, 
structure and outcomes with the external expectations of stakeholders.  It is a role that the 




President MG acknowledged, if this problem could be cracked it would be a great asset to any 
higher education organization. While some of the universities have made great strides in this 
regard, the participants acknowledge the traditional system of the university overall and the role 
of HR within it hasn’t changed much in over 40 years.  
 
Recommendations for Research 
The turnover of presidents/chancellors at Research I universities is so substantial there 
are many stratums to its overture.  Continued research in this regard is not only essential but also 
fundamental as the turnover rate is at 48%, a percentage that is high in any profession and for 
any reason.  One element of continued research that could play a vital part in understanding this 
trend is turnover significance. Continued research in this regard could help to understand the 
nuances that affect each university as it relates to president/chancellor turnover.  What became 
very evident from the interviews with the participants is that turnover has a specific effect at each 
university involved.  Further research into how that effect manifests itself at each university and  
how the university’s people elements (faculty, administration, etc.) respond, would be of great 
clarity to populations looking to further absorb this development. 
 Another area of recommended research would be what non-technical factors are used by 
search firms when sourcing candidates for open president/chancellor roles.  Obviously, all of the 
candidates are technically qualified, but it is the intangible characteristics that make them the 
right fit for the role at any given Research I university.  This viewpoint surfaced many times 
during the research and could potentially be substantive.  
Exploratory research on how HRD is being implemented in some Research I universities 
could also be of great value. Assessing how the institution is improving, how higher education is 




university is worth investigating.  It should be noted that among the participants who have longer 
tenure, each one of them stated that their HR involvement is at a very increased and enhanced 
level from the traditional sense. 
 
Conclusions 
 This study of turnover of presidents/chancellors at Research I universities has been one 
that has captivated my attention and interest for exploration and future research because of its 
ongoing expansion and intensification.  As the fabric, structure, and components of the role 
continues to expand and develop the demands of the job will no doubt remain.   
 With a turnover of 48% from 2011 to 2015 it is clear that there continues to be major 
trends and critical factors that plays a salient role in that of presidents/chancellors at Research I 
universities.  Continuing to study this trend will elucidate influences, dynamics and elements of 
the role, how the role continues to expand in this dispensation of time, and how modern-day 
discourse and endeavors compares with traditional principles. 
 What is well defined is that there are significant shifts in the way that 
presidents/chancellors are influenced, and those influences are emanating from a variety of 
sources.  The paradox seems to be to hold to the traditional values of the land grant institutions 
and yet meet the demands of our changing society from the perspective of students, budgets, 
legislature, alumni, business resources and athletics. This enhances the perspective and adds to 
the discussion of what does change mean to presidents/chancellors.  Without a doubt our society 
has changed technologically, industrially, scientifically and mechanically. Also, of note, our 
sensitivities have shifted to a more inclusive and broad contribution from members that help us 




strong and courageous leaders have emerged to impart a view of transformation and modification 
that ushers us into a new dimension and a new normal.  That modification in higher education is 
an uncomfortable road to travel but necessary if we are to continue to meet the necessities that 
our climate dictates.   
Presidents/chancellors are required to be leaders, executives, administrators, bureaucrats, 
and public servants.  Additionally, they have taken on the role of change agent; a person who 
helps an organization transform itself by focusing on organizational improvement and 
development.  While the turnover which continues to climb is challenging, the prospects of 
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